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Abstract
This paper reports the results of an exploratory study investigating student interest in various approaches to pedagogy. The 
students were all in the first semester of their freshman year in the College of Science & Engineering (n = 220). Six of the 
twelve activities may be considered traditional、teacher-centered classroom pedagogical activities and six may be considered 
components of a constructivist communicative language teaching pedagogy and/or task-based language teaching activities. The 
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This paper presents a brief introduction to “ the under-researched issue of learners ’ motivation to engage 
in the task ” (Dörnyei & Tseng, 2009, p. 117). Previous studies have contrasted communicative and non-
communicative pedagogical approaches for their enjoyment and effectiveness or perceived usefulness (Burden, 
2005; Green, 1993). Others have explored correlations between motivation and pedagogical approaches 
(Jacques, 2001) and between motivations, pedagogical approaches and learning strategies (Schmidt & 
Watanabe, 2001). In addition, the distinctions between traditional, teacher fronted classroom activities (TAs) 
and communicative language teaching methods and/or task-based activities (C/TBAs) have been reported 
on theoretically and empirically (Burden, 2005; Ellis, 2003; Green, 1993; Jacques, 2001; Nunan, 1998, 2004; 
Ockert, 2006, 2011; Schmidt & Watanabe, 2001; Willis, 1996). Students ’ affective responses to different 
pedagogical approaches is well known to classroom practitioners. As Hsu (2005) writes, “some learners like 
doing grammar and memorizing, others want to speak and role–play; while still others prefer reading and 
writing, but avoid speaking ” (p. 55). However, the author is unaware of any research studies which have 
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investigated student pedagogical preferences based on English proficiency. The results presented herein are 
from students (n = 220) in a single faculty. It is hoped that this paper will add to the research literature on 
classroom pedagogical activities and preferences.
Classroom Pedagogies
Traditional Approaches
Broadly speaking, when researchers refer to TAs they are referring to a teacher-centered classrooms in which 
students are passive receptors. Communicative approaches, on the other hand, often use tasks involving the 
students in active, focused and goal-oriented activities with clear and obtainable outcomes. For example, 
Nunan (1998) makes rather clear-cut distinctions between traditional and contemporary communicative 
task-based language education (pp. 69-91). Naturally, some activities are similar or involve more than one 
skill. For example, translation involves reading and writing skills. However, Nunan (1998) has provided the 
following guidelines for a traditional approach to pedagogy:
1.  Approach to teaching methodology - Traditionally, learners are taught about the language and its rules in 
contrast with learners being actively involved in using the language.
2.  Role of the learners - Traditionally, learners spend their time reproducing language written down by others 
rather than learning how to use language creatively by responding to “authentic” communicative situations.
3.  Approach to language - Traditionally, grammar and vocabulary are taught as rules or discrete forms to be 
memorized and reproduced on exams instead of being taught communicatively to express meaning (pp. 88-89).
Communicative Language Teaching & Task-based Approaches
Crookes and Schmidt (1991) noted that “communicative approaches are characterized by a fairly extensive use 
of group work” as this has been said, “to result in greater motivation among students” (p. 488). Teachers can help 
maintain motivation by enhancing interest and curiosity, which “means using less orthodox teaching techniques 
and/or materials ” (Crookes & Schmidt, 1991, pp. 488-489). Willis describes task-based activities to be those 
in which “...the learner uses the target language for a communicative purpose in order to achieve an outcome” 
(Willis, 1996, p. 23). She further defines task-based activities under various categories such as listing, ordering/
sorting, comparing, problem solving, sharing personal experiences, and creative tasks (Willis, 1996, pp. 23-29). 
In a more recent article (Willis & Willis, 2009) the relationship between communicative language and task-based 
language teaching is contrasted with traditional, teacher-fronted approaches. Dörnyei (2003) states, “ ...tasks 
constitute the basic building blocks of classroom learning” (p. 14). More specifically, Nation (1991) advocates 
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using problem-solving tasks since these “ have a very important feature that makes them work well in getting 
learners involved. This feature is the definite outcome of the activity. Because of the importance learners place 
on outcomes, problem-solving tasks involve a lot of highly motivated goal-directed activity” (p. 8). 
Within this activity, according to Dörnyei (2009b), language learning in CLT comes from “ the learners ’ 
communicative competence develops automatically through their active participation in meaningful 
communicative tasks” (p. 34). Therefore, C/TBAs are rooted in both a different teaching approach and learner 
roles than TAs. Nunan (1998) writes that in C/TBAs “Learners are actively involved in using language” (p. 
89, emphasis added). In other words, learners actively engage in cooperative learning tasks using the target 
language to achieve a specific outcome – a process which in itself is motivating.
Research Question and Hypothesis
Research Question
Twelve pedagogical activities serve as dependent variables. The research question explored in this study is: 
Do the students feel that different pedagogical activities are more motivating than others? Specifically, do 
students feel that either traditional or more communicative activities are motivating or not?
Methods
Respondents
The participants were all first year students (n = 220) in communication classes in the College of Science and 
Engineering in a top-tier private university in Japan. Students in this college take a TOEIC®-like placement 
test and are streamed into their respective levels based on their scores relative to other students. Female and 
foreign students account for a very small percentage of the total respondents. 
Instrument
The Classroom Activities Questionnaire lists twelve classroom activities commonly used in foreign language 
classrooms. The first six are generally used for instructivist or teacher-fronted classrooms and are referred to 
as TAs. The latter six involve a more active student role, are socio-collaborative (group learning based) and 
are referred to as C/TBAs. No distinction was made on this survey to indicate to the students that the twelve 
activities were hypothesized to either one or the other. This questionnaire used a Likert-type format from 1 to 5, 
corresponding to (1) Strongly Dislike, (2) Dislike, (3) Neutral, (4) Like, and (5) Strongly Like (please see the 
Appendix). The Cronbach's alpha is .76 for the twelve items.
For this research project, the numerical format choices for each item are the numbers 1 to 5. It is important 
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to remember when viewing means scores for each variable that those below ‘3’ are, in fact, representing 
negative affect for these respondents. It is also important to consider that survey use in the JEFL environment 
has a rather ‘checkered ’ history. According to Reid (1990), students from different language and cultural 
backgrounds differ in the ways they respond to surveys. For example, “NSs used the entire range of the 
5-point Likert scale in a reasonably consistent manner, while the Japanese students tended to respond more 
toward the mean: That is, they responded to the Strongly Agree and the Strongly Disagree categories only 
rarely” (Reid, 1990, p. 336). As a result, the Japanese student group did not display clearly defined learning 
style preferences (while the other groups surveyed did show learning style preferences). The author developed 
the scale used for this research before finding out about this phenomenon. However, appropriate measures 
were taken before analyzing the data (see Procedures, below).
The author created the instrument for this paper under the supervision of a recognized expert in the field, 
an approach referred to as the “expert opinion method ” (Brown, 2001, pp. 179-180). The scale used in this 
research was designed with Japanese learners in mind; the items / activities for this instrument were selected 
based on the author's teaching experience from K-tertiary and JEFL learners, their typical classroom setting, 
and teaching situation in mind.
The author read scales used by Gardner (1985; 2001) before developing the scale used for the survey results 
presented herein. For example, Gardner uses the item “I really enjoy learning French” (Gardner, 2001, p. 9) in 
his attitudinal scale about learning French. The survey used for this paper asks respondents What classroom 
activities do you enjoy or find motivating?
Procedures
The author's colleagues administered the surveys to students in three classes from each level in the fourth 
week of the first semester. The author was present to assist in distributing the surveys, answer questions, 
collect the surveys, and insure that they were filled out. The survey was administered in a paper version and 
students were encouraged to ask any questions of their instructor after the instructions were read aloud. The 
students were given as much time as necessary to complete the survey on a voluntary basis. However, no 
students opted to not fill in the questionnaire. The students were given confidentiality and assured that their 
course grade would not be affected in any way for their participation or non-participation. 
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Results and Discussion
Descriptive Statistics
The collected data were initially analyzed using SPSS. The descriptive statistics for the twelve items, 
minimum / maximum (from 1 to 5) and rankings are in Table 1. In the column for M, the lowest score is 2.96 
for Grammar exercises. The three highest activity means are for Lecture (3.77), Small-group / team activities 
(3.94), and Item 12 Pair-work (3.74). The skewness results indicate that variables 2, 4, and 8 have relatively 
normal distributions; variables 9, 10, and 11 are to the right of the mean. This would be expected since the 
minimum for each was a ‘2’ , indicating that none of the respondents chose 1 (strongly dislike) for either of 
these activities. The fact that none of the participants in this survey ranked items 9, 10, or 11 lower than a ‘2’ 
on the survey does, however, indicate that the activities are more motivating – or at least enjoyable – than the 
other activities for these students. 
Variable Correlations
The Pearson correlation coefficients for the twelve variables appear in Table 2. The correlations shed light 
on the relationships between both the survey sections and the variables themselves. Recall that items 1-6 are 
hypothesized to be TAs and items 7-12 are hypothesized to be C/TBAs. First, the variables on the TAs scale 
have correlations amongst themselves and variables 7 and 11 on the C/TBAs scale. Second, variables 7, 9, 
10, and 12 on the C/TBAs scale have good correlations as well as variables 8, 9 and 11. Variable 5 on the TAs 
scale correlates well with variables 7, 8, and 11 on the C/TBAs scale, too. 
Table 1. The Descriptive Statistics for the Twelve Pedagogical Activities (n = 220)
Variable M SD Min Max Skewness Kurtosis
1. Lecture 3.77 0.86 1 5 -0.31 0.05
2. Listening exercises (CD, tape or DVD) 3.47 0.92 1 5 -0.03 -0.66
3. Dialogue / reading practice from the text 3.23 0.86 1 5 -0.25 0.46
4. Writing exercises 3.14 0.84 1 5 -0.03 -0.20
5. Translation exercises 3.22 0.68 1 5 -0.13 1.02
6. Grammar exercises 2.96 0.82 1 5 -0.28 -0.22
7. Small-group / team activities 3.94 0.76 1 5 -0.72 1.03
8. Info-seek / finding information activities 3.41 0.70 1 5 -0.05 0.68
9. Problem-solving activities 3.43 0.65 2 5 0.32 -0.07
10. Activities involving movement 3.43 0.79 2 5 0.37 -0.30
11. Tasks that are intellectually challenging 3.37 0.69 2 5 0.44 0.10
12. Pair-work 3.74 0.80 1 5 -0.52 0.54
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Correlation Effect Sizes
The effect sizes were calculated for the statistically significant differences for the correlations reported in 
Table 2. According to Field (2009), effect sizes are useful because they provide an objective measure of the 
importance of an effect. Therefore, it doesn't matter what effect you're looking for, what variables have been 
measured, or how those variables have been measured. For example, we know that a correlation coefficient 
of 0 means there is no effect. A coefficient value of 1 means that there is a perfect effect. Cohen (1992) has 
provided suggestions about what constitutes a large or small effect (in Field, 2009): 
MM r = .10 (small effect): In this case the effect explains 1% of the total variance.
MM r = .30 (medium effect): The effect accounts for 9% of the total variance.
MM r = .50 (large effect): The effect accounts for 25% of the variance. (p. 57)
Discussion and Conclusions
Implications for Pedagogy and Curriculum Development
The results should not lead readers to infer that having students engage in the activities to study English will 
necessarily result in an increase in proficiency. What curriculum developers and classroom educators need 
to be aware of is “ the possibility of problems arising from a mismatch of classroom activities with student 
expectations” (Green, 1993, p. 8). To place such students in a class in which the teacher places an emphasis 
on grammatical rules / activities will almost certainly lead to student frustration, boredom, and burnout. In 
Japanese universities, the vast majority of students who must study English are majoring in subjects other 
than English. Teachers may wish to experiment with various activities to see what works and what does 
Table 2. The Pearson Correlation Matrix of the Twelve Pedagogical Activities (n = 220)
Var 1 Var 2 Var 3 Var 4 Var 5 Var 6 Var 7 Var 8 Var 9 Var 10 Var 11
Var 2 0.407*
Var 3 0.386* 0.296*
Var 4 0.299* 0.255* 0.362*
Var 5 0.272* 0.143 0.265* 0.348*
Var 6 0.268* 0.138 0.187 0.418* 0.284*
Var 7 0.202 0.079 0.175 0.228* 0.211 0.289*
Var 8 0.123 0.166 0.189 0.176 0.298* 0.265* 0.192
Var 9 0.147 0.246* 0.174 0.212 0.181 0.175 0.237* 0.344*
Var 10 0.171 0.073 0.094 0.111 0.147 0.208 0.310* 0.122 0.165
Var 11 0.224* 0.194 0.163 0.204 0.284* 0.192 0.094 0.240* 0.340* 0.268*
Var 12 0.192 0.023 0.114 0.107 0.180 0.180 0.456* 0.192 0.082 0.251* 0.173
Note. * p < 0.01
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not work so well in their specific situation. For example, can we combine activities that students perceive 
as enjoyable / motivating with essential activities that are perceived as useful? I.e. make a vocabulary 
memorization activity a group activity. 
Limitations and Future Research
Admittedly, the current study has several limitations. First, several of the activities on the survey are not 
exclusive. For example, translation requires a source, a text or other written document as well as writing 
skills. Furthermore, it is more important to recognize this study's sampling limitations. This sample was 
drawn from overwhelmingly male students at a highly ranked university. Therefore, the results may not 
generalize to the population of Japanese university students as a whole (see Brown, 2006). However, a 
principal components analysis would inform us of the inclusion of certain activities as TAs or C/TBAs. A 
future paper can explore this area of research.
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Appendix. The twelve pedagogical activities survey 
What classroom activities do you enjoy or find motivating?
Circle the number on the right that best matches your opinion.
1 = strongly dislike, 2 = dislike, 3 = neutral, 4 = like, 5 = strongly like
1)  Lecture (Listen to the teacher and stay in my seat)
2)  Listening exercises (using a cd, tape or DVD)
3)  Dialogue / reading practice from the text
4)  Writing exercises 
5)  Translation exercises
6)  Grammar drills / practice
7)  Small-group / team activities
8)  Info-seek / finding information activities
9)  Problem-solving activities
10) Activities where I am moving around in the room
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11) Tasks that are intellectually challenging
12) Pair-work
